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How Forecasts are Made

Cover: Top: View of Lake Tahoe from Rubicon #2 Snow Course on March 20, 2023.
Bottom Left: CA Snow Survey Crew including new support from the US District
Court Water Master office. Bottom Right: Rubicon SnowTel Site.



California Forecast Basins, Major Rivers, and Large Reservoirs*
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STATE OF CALIFORNIA GENERAL OUTLOOK
March 2023

1991-2020 MEDIANS

On October 1, 2021 the NRCS updated its 30-year normals period, shifting it from 1981-2010 to 1991-2020.
The normals available from the National Water and Climate Center (NWCC) include the median and average
for Snow Water Equivalent (SWE), snow depth (snow courses only), precipitation, volumetric streamflow, and
reservoir storage. Values are calculated from data collected by NRCS-managed stations and external agencies
such as the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS), National Weather Service (NWS), state agencies, and private
organizations. Normals are calculated for various durations including daily, month-to-date, semi-monthly,
monthly, seasonal, and annual based on the data type.

The 1991-2020 normals update may have shifted the reported median values compared to those in previous
reports for one or both of the following reasons: 1) the underlying data used to compute the statistics are not
the same between the two 30-year periods; and 2) Calculation methods for 1991-2020 have also been
updated. Therefore, caution is recommended when making inferences from comparisons between the 1991-
2020, 1981-2010, and 1971-2000 normals. More information is available online at
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/wcc/home/snowClimateMonitoring/30YearNormals/.

SNOWPACK

Snowpack snow water equivalents (SWE) between March 1 and April 17 increased from 153- to 207
percent of normal for the dates in the northern Sierras; from 199- to 240 percent in the central
Sierras; and from 232- to 319 percent in the southern Sierras. More information is available online at
http://cdec.water.ca.gov/snow/current/snow/index2.htmil.

PRECIPITATION

In March, the Northern Sierra-, San Joaquin-, and Tulare Basin Index stations received 196-, 281-, and 380
percent of average. As of March 17th, the basins have received between 130- and 205 percent of normal
rainfall. March’s series of storm systems kept seasonal rainfall averages above significantly normal. More
information is available online at http://cdec.water.ca.gov/snow_rain.html

RESERVOIRS

Total intrastate reservoir storage on March 31, 2023 was 105 percent of average, compared to 96 percent of
average at the end of February. Storage at Lake Mead was 46 percent of average, up from 45 percent of
average at the end of February. As of April 16", storage at Shasta Reservoir was 113 percent of average (92
percent of capacity), up from 84 percent of average at the end of February. Oroville Reservoir was 125
percent of average (83 percent of capacity), up from 116 percent of average at the end of Febraury. Don
Pedro Reservoir was 106 percent of average (80 percent of capacity), up from 105 percent at the end of
February. More information is available online at https://cdec.water.ca.gov/reservoir.html.

STREAMFLOW

Forecasts in the Sacramento, San Joaquin, and Tulare basins range between 93- and 446 percent of the
1991-2020 medians between April and July. NRCS forecasts in the Tahoe, Truckee, Carson, and Walker River
basins are all above 200% of the 1999-2020 median. NRCS forecasts for stations in the Klamath Basin and
North Coast are also at or above the median. Summaries are provided below.
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https://www.wcc.nrcs.usda.gov/ftpref/support/water/SummaryReports/OR/BSnow_4_2023.pdf?
https://www.wcc.nrcs.usda.gov/ftpref/support/water/SummaryReports/OR/BPrecip_4_2023.pdf?
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